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Earth Governance: Trusteeship of the Global Commons by Klaus Bosselmann. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar Publishing, 2015. Pp. ix + 300; index. £85.00 (hardback) ISBN: 
9781783477814. 
 
The proposals in this book, the author admits, will be seen as utopian by some. As Director of 
the New Zealand Centre for Environmental Law at the University of Auckland, Bosselmann 
has authored or edited over twenty-five books on political ecology, global governance and 
sustainability. In his latest volume, Bosselmann’s frustration is palpable. He argues that only 
an ethic of trusteeship will create break us free from the chains of market rationality and state 
sovereignty to create the institutions, policies, and laws necessary to protect the global 
commons.  
 
Bosselmann notes the difficulties in defining the commons, which can refer to anything from 
resources to the areas where such resources are found to the collective social systems which 
govern these spaces. He defines the global commons – resource domains outside of state 
sovereignty – as the oceans, outer space, the atmosphere and Antarctica. The author argues 
that the global commons do not observe territorial boundaries. While states may recognise 
this in scientific terms, the political implications have been slow to follow. This is because 
recognition of the inseparability of the biosphere would require a governance framework 
which can cover the entire global environment, thus limiting state power. Bosselmann’s 
model for this framework revolves around several interlocking concepts.  
 
He bases his ethic of responsibility on the values and principles set out in the Earth Charter 
an ethical framework for global governance, primarily concerned with ecological integrity 
and sustainable human development. These principles look beyond a narrow 
anthropocentrism to the duties that are owed to all sentient beings regardless of their utility to 
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future generations of humans. In particular, the author draws upon part IV of the Charter in 
advocating that democracy is indispensable for ensuring the protection of the commons. His 
vision of democracy is transnational and deliberative: only inclusive and active citizen 
participation, expressed through a Habermasian discourse ethic, can provide the mutual 
understanding needed to tackle the ecological challenges of the commons. 
 
Bosselmann weds these values to the practices of stewardship and trusteeship, also found in 
the Earth Charter. Following others, he defines these as ‘land holding subject to 
responsibilities of careful use, rather than the extensive rights to exclude, control and alienate 
that are characteristic of private property’ (p.136). Four chapters are devoted to unpacking the 
promise of trusteeship and how states, global civil society, and the United Nations (UN) can 
best promote such fiduciary bonds. In the end the author calls for the establishment of a 
World Environment Organisation (WEO) to transform, not merely reform, international 
environmental governance. A WEO is certainly not a new idea. To many, its absence is 
evidence that the environment is still not given the same global status as issues such as trade, 
health and labour. Bosselmann argues that the organisation ought to operate independently of 
the UN and be granted powers that are not subject to the assent of states. Unlike many other 
proposals for a WEO, the body proposed here would be mandated with a trusteeship function 
over the global commons and with the authority to resolve disputes and hold state actors 
accountable for breach of their legal obligations.  
 
Utopian? Perhaps, in light of the reassertion of state sovereignty and national boundaries that 
we have recently witnessed. One curious aspect of Earth Governance is the minimal coverage 
given to Elinor Ostrom. While she is cited positively, Bosselmann then questions the 
applicability of her work on single common-pool resources to the global commons. This is 
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perhaps unsurprising since Ostrom’s polycentric framework challenges the idea that policies 
adopted at a global scale can generate sufficient trust for collective action to take place. But 
proposals like the ones put forward here would benefit from recognising how the 
fragmentation of social world and the differentiation of interests impacts our ideas of a 
‘common heritage’. Nonetheless, this book makes a useful addition to the literature on Earth 
system governance. It will be of interest to those working in environmental law, global 
environmental governance, and the commons. 
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